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courses proposed, immediate abolition, gradual abolition, or
regulation of the slave trade. The agitation was wisely
limited to the slave trade, because the abolition of slavery
would have raised the old American difficulties with the
colonies, and the first step towards getting rid of slavery was
to abolish the commerce in slaves. Fox's own opinions on
these various courses was stated emphatically in the first
debate, " He had no scruple to declare in the onset that his
opinion of this momentous business was that the slave trade
ought not to be regulated but destroyed."
The friends of the slave trade, who were very powerful in
Parliament, supported by the Bishops and most of Pitt's col-
leagues, were in no want of plausible apologies. They argued
that the trade was not responsible for the condition of the
slaves, for the traders merely brought negroes who were already
slaves, either prisoners of war, or men condemned for witchcraft
or adultery; they pleaded the commercial importance of the
trade, its value to England, and the danger of letting it slip
into the hands of foreigners; they described it as the nursery
of the navy; the sugar planters were helpless without slave
labour, and the Newfoundland fisheries wanted a slave
population to eat the refuse of the fish they caught. Accusa-
tions of inhumanity were warmly repulsed, one of the
Bishops being particularly conspicuous in combating im-
putations on the character of the planters under whose rule
there was so high a death-rate among the slaves that the
planters argued that without the slave trade slave labour
would become extinct. Some enthusiasts went to the extreme
length of maintaining that the plight of the slaves was better
than that of the lower orders in England. Fox was not
likely to treat these arguments with much patience or mercy,
He was very severe on the hypocrisy which pretended that
we were serving some great moral purpose in sanctioning
slavery as a punishment for adultery, which was a far worse
offence in England, where marriage was a regular institution,
than in Africa where it was not, or " for witchcraft which we
know to be no crime at all." The argument that slavery was